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mists and statesmen was based upon the fact that they regarded
poverty and inequality as inevitable. The evils of the industrial
system were not intended; but they were condoned, and men of the
highest motives, such as Cobden and Bright, and noble women
like Harriet Martineau resisted every attempt to improve the lot
of the worker by factory legislation, because they sincerely believed
that the system of 'free labour in a free market' was the best, both
for the worker and for the nation. The general attitude towards
State responsibility was sufficiently indicated by Bentham in his
Manual of Political Economy:
'With the view of causing an increase to take place in the mass
of national wealth, or with a view to increase the means either of
subsistence or enjoyment, without some special reason, the general
rule is that nothing ought to be done or attempted by government. The
motto or watchword of government on these occasions ought to be
—"Be quiet."'
The economic individualism of the economists was accepted
and popularized by the Church. Thus, 'the horrors of the unregu-
lated factory, the mine, and the slum—made abstract in what was
called "the natural rate of wages"—were defended by Ricardo
and Nassau Senior among the intellectuals, by the Rev. Thomas
Malthus and Archbishop Whately among the priests, as the last
discoveries of the science of political economy, and part and parcel
of the law of God as manifested in the doctrines of the Christian
Church/ *
The politicians and the statesmen were therefore warned by the
economists of the danger of trying to interfere with the operations
of what they regarded as an unalterable economic law. Every
employer wished to be free to compete on the downward as well as
on the upward way, because the downward way made smaller
demands on his powers of reorganization, and avoided the necessity
for improved processes.
When, therefore, I had to face these grave problems at the
beginning of my political career, I found that the way of least
resistance and indolent fatalism had been elevated to the dignity
. of a religious or philosophic creed.    Human labour was simply a
commodity like raw material, and it should be treated in precisely
the same way.    That the sweated worker had senses, feelings, and
an immortal soul, or that he belonged to the race which had bred
Shakespeare and Milton, was altogether irrelevant.    Business was
* Sidney and Beatrice Webb, The Decay of Capitalist Civilization, p. 12.

